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Entering the Conversation
GETTING STARTED ON RESEARCH FOR AN 
ARGUMENT ESSAY

Welcome to “Entering the Conversation: Getting Started 
on Research for an Argument Essay.” 
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Conversations and sources
Writing an argument essay is like entering a conversation

Opposing Viewpoints: A good library database to start with

Find newspaper and magazine articles in library databases

Find scholarly sources in library databases

In this tutorial, we will see that writing an argument 
essay is like entering a conversation. Doing research 
means becoming knowledgeable about the debate 
people are already having on your topic. We will also 
learn how to find sources in the Collin College library 
databases that will help you make yourself into a 
knowledgeable and credible voice on your topic.
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It’s not about “finding sources”
A good research essay presents its own point of view, informed by a thorough knowledge of the 
subject

Identifying sources that you will include in your essay is the last stage of the research process

First, you need to learn about the issue so you can discover what you want to say about it

Often, students think of research as “finding sources” to 
support an argument they have already settled on. For 
example, in this mode a student might decide their 
thesis is “fracking should be banned because it is too 
harmful for the environment,” and then look for sources 
that make that argument, whatever the required 
number is, plus one pro-fracking source for a 
counterargument, and be done with it. That approach 
can work, but it usually leads to an unimpressive essay. 
In fact, for a strong argument, deciding which sources to 
include in your essay should come at the end of the 
research process. First, you need to learn enough about 
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your topic to have a credible voice of your own, not just 
one that rehearses the points “sources” make.
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Entering the conversation
Writing an essay is like entering a conversation. You need to learn what people are already 
saying about a topic and then add your own voice 

To be a credible and interesting voice, you need to know how to respond to other respected 
contributors that have already shaped the conversation before you came in

You need to learn enough about the conversation to agree, disagree, or build on other respected 
perspectives

Making an argument in writing is like entering a 
conversation. For any issue worth talking about and 
arguing over, there is an extensive public discussion 
already underway, and if you want to jump in, you have 
to understand who the important voices are and what 
arguments they are making. The only way to articulate a 
knowledgeable and credible point of view is to respond 
to other respected voices.  
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Think of it like a dinner party where an argument about 
the presidential election has been raging all evening. 
Guests have been arguing the merits of the two 
candidates in detail, and moreover, they have been 
getting into the weeds about why the Supreme Court, or 
health care, or gun rights is the key to choosing the right 
candidate. If you just walk in after dessert and announce 
your choice, no one will be impressed. To be taken 
seriously by the group, you need to be there for the 
debates and show you understand the issues the group 
has been passionately discussing. 
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Opposing Viewpoints: A good library 
database to start with

A great resource for starting your research is the library 
database Opposing Viewpoints. 
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Accessing Opposing Viewpoints and 
other databases

From the Library tab in CougarWeb, click on “Find 
articles in databases,” go to “O” in the alphabetical list at 
the top, and then click on Opposing Viewpoints. You can 
access all the library databases this way.

8



Opposing Viewpoints
Designed for the exact purpose of helping students learn about the conversation around an 
issue of public discussion and debate

Provides an essay for each issue that lays out central concerns and identifies points of 
contention and debate

Collects influential voices from a variety of academic and journalistic sources

Opposing Viewpoints is designed for students learning 
about a topic of public debate. For each topic, it provides 
a background essay that will fill you in on the ongoing 
conversation. It also provides selected sources that 
represent a variety of influential voices in the debate.
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Working thesis: “Confederate 
monuments should be removed”

Suppose you want to write an essay arguing 
“Confederate monuments should be removed.” You can 
go to the topic essay to learn more about what other 
people are saying and what questions you need to 
consider to make an informed, authoritative argument of 
your own. 
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Included in the essay are notes on main ideas and critical 
thinking questions – these are the things an informed 
contributor to the conversation needs to know and 
understand. 
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A variety of voices and perspectives in 
academia and journalism

The overall issue page provides sources presenting 
various points of view in the academic world, journalism, 
and other media.
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Let’s look a little closer at how interacting with one 
influential voice can help you develop a persuasive 
argument. “Not All Racist Monuments Should Be Torn 
Down” by Zachary Fine originally appeared in the right-
of-center magazine The New Republic in 2016. Fine 
argues that Confederate monuments celebrate racism 
and white supremacy, rather than Southern heritage. 
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Zachary Fine, “Not All Confederate 
Monuments Should Be Torn Down”
Confederate monuments celebrate racism and white supremacy, but they shouldn’t simply be 
removed – then, we run the risk of forgetting their history.

Instead, they should be replaced by new monuments that commemorate the struggles of 
enslaved people or examine the history of the Confederacy without celebrating white 
supremacy. 

Nevertheless, Fine argues, if we just tear them down and 
get rid of them, we risk forgetting part of the history of 
racism. Fine argues that instead, they can be replaced by 
new monuments that commemorate the struggles of 
enslaved people and remind us of the Confederacy’s 
fight against freedom. 
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New working thesis:

“Monuments to the Confederacy should be replaced with historical markers that 
recognize its role in the history of slavery, racism, and white supremacy”

Shows that you are knowledgeable about important issues and influential voices in the debate

Shows how your voice responds to others and makes its own contribution

Demonstrates an interesting, authoritative point of view

After engaging with Fine’s argument, you may think your 

original thesis was too simplistic to be taken seriously in 

this debate. Your new thesis might be something like 

“Monuments to the Confederacy should be replaced by 

historical markers that recognize its role in the history of 

slavery, racism, and white supremacy.” Now you have a 
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thesis that shows you are part of the conversation. You 

know the issues, you can respond to influential voices, 

and you have an interesting, informed point of view. 

Spending a few hours with Opposing Viewpoints can give 

you the knowledge you need to enter the conversation—

as well as sources you may eventually use in your essay.
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The library can help you use Opposing 
Viewpoints 

If you need help with getting the most out of Opposing 
Viewpoints, or any Collin College databases, the library 
can help you. Click on this video to see a library tutorial 
on Opposing Viewpoints. 
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Wylie campus library 
Wylie library information

Walk in and ask for help with a reference librarian

Call to make a RAPS (Research Program Assistance Session) appointment
◦ One-on-one research appt. with a reference librarian

◦ 972-378-8479

Ask-A-Librarian
◦ Answers by email

◦ Online chat help from a reference librarian

Ask-A-Librarian Link

For in-person help, contact the library directly. You can 
walk in the library and ask to talk to a reference librarian 
at any time. You can also make an appointment for a 
personalized, guided research session with a librarian. 
And you can reach a librarian by email or chat by using 
the online Ask-A-Librarian service. Don’t be shy about 
asking librarians for research help – reference librarians 
live to help students with their work!
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Deepen your knowledge of the conversation: 
Newspapers and Magazines

Both news stories and opinion essays, also called “editorials,” provide up-to-the-minute 
perspectives on issues of public debate

You can deepen your knowledge of an issue with 
newspapers and magazines. Journalism is where up-to-
the-minute debate about public issues is being recorded 
every day, and numerous library databases feature 
recent journalism from a variety of perspectives. For an 
essay on Confederate monuments, for example, you 
would do well to read perspectives from conservatives, 
liberals, and voices in the middle. 
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Databases to search for newspaper and 
magazine articles on your topic

Academic OneFile ProQuest

Two databases that will help are Academic OneFile 
(Gale) and ProQuest. 
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Search Academic OneFile (Gale) for 
newspaper and magazine articles

Here’s how to search Academic OneFile for newspaper 
and magazine articles. Enter your search term in the 
search box. Note I’m putting the phrase “Confederate 
monuments” in quotation marks, which searches for the 
whole phrase. When you get your results, you can click 
on “News” and “Magazines” at the top of the page to 
narrow your results. Remember that whenever you 
search databases for any kind of article, you will usually 
get numerous results, including many that are not 
relevant. Be patient and look through the results to find 
ones that are relevant to your exact topic. Don’t expect 
to find the perfect sources on the first page!
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Search ProQuest for magazine and 
newspaper articles

To find newspapers and magazines in ProQuest, enter 

your search term in the box. When you get your results, 

go to “Source type” in the left hand column, click 

“More,” and then check to include newspapers and 

magazines. 

Contact the library for more help with searching for 
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newspapers and magazines.
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Scholarly sources
Articles, books, and book chapters written by experts like university professors and other 
academic researchers

They are “peer-reviewed,” which means before they are published, they are reviewed by other 
scholars to verify their scholarship is credible and of high quality

Usually found in academic journals and books published by university presses and other 
publishers that specialize in academic research

You are probably required to include scholarly sources in 
your essay. Scholarly sources are articles, book chapters, 
and books written by experts, usually university and 
college professors or other researchers. They are “peer-
reviewed,” which means that before they can be 
published, they must be reviewed by other experts to 
assure their scholarship is credible and of high quality. It 
is easy to find scholarly sources in library database by 
narrowing your search.
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Search Academic OneFile (Gale) for 
scholarly sources

Here is how to search for scholarly sources in Academic 
OneFile. Enter your search term. Make sure “Academic 
Journals” is selected. Then, check “peer-reviewed 
journals” on the right.
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Search ProQuest for scholarly sources

Here is how to search for scholarly sources in ProQuest. 
Enter your search term. Check “full text” and “peer 
reviewed.” Then click Search.
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Search Academic Search Complete 
(EBSCOhost) for scholarly sources

Here is how to search for scholarly sources in Academic 
Search Complete, which is a great place to look. for 
scholarly sources on a wide variety of topics. Enter your 
search term. Check “full text” and “scholarly (peer-
reviewed) journals.” Then click Search. As with other 
kinds of sources, your searches for scholarly writings will 
return many results that are not relevant. Be patient and 
scroll through your results to find sources that are 
relevant to your exact topic.
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Conversations and sources
Writing an argument essay is like entering a conversation

Opposing Viewpoints: A good place to start

Newspaper and magazine articles in library databases

Scholarly sources in library databases

This has been “Entering the Conversation: Getting 
Started on Research for an Argument Essay.” We have 
seen that doing research for an argument essay is not 
just “finding sources.” It’s about making yourself into a 
knowledgeable and credible voice in the discussion. We 
saw that Opposing Viewpoints is a great place to start, 
and we looked at how to search some of the library 
databases for newspapers, magazines, and scholarly 
sources.
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Writing Center help

Writing Center Tutorials
Center for Academic Assistance page with link to tutorials

Writing Center Appointments
Tutoring appointment sign-up calendar

For more help see our other tutorials. 
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Wylie campus library 
Wylie library information

Walk in and ask for help with a reference librarian

Call to make a RAPS (Research Program Assistance Session) appointment
◦ One-on-one research appt. with a reference librarian

◦ 972-378-8479

Ask-A-Librarian
◦ Answers by email

◦ Online chat help from a reference librarian

Ask-A-Librarian Link

And you can always contact the library for help at any 
stage of your research.
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